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Domesday Book afford evidence of changes in the distribu-
tion and numbers of the class of free tenants.
(i) The sokemen who, as we have seen, were free tenants (i.) Changes
but distinguished from the rest by special customs, appear t"Uri
outside the Danelaw and East Anglia. They are recorded
in counties where Domesday Book does not mention them,
and where their predecessors of the eleventh century were
termed villeins. It is no doubt possible to infer an improve-
ment in status, and to assume that these sokemen were
formerly villeins who had emancipated themselves from
the more servile burdens of villeinage, namely week-work,
and so acquired a superior condition1. Yet the appearance
of these post-Domesday sokemen outside the Danelaw may
be explained as the result of a change in terminology3.
The Domesday Survey apparently included among the
villani many peasants who, while responsible for some
rural services, were in the main free and attended the royal
courts. But at a subsequent period, when the distinction
between those admitted to the royal courts and those
under the lord's jurisdiction became the decisive test of
tenure and status, and the primary factor in social group-
ing, these peasants obtained recognition as privileged
tenants and were henceforth termed sokemen. This is
shown by the history of the men of Kent. To all intents
and purposes most of them were free sokemen, and by
this name were sometimes actually designated8. They per-
formed no week-work and discharged their obligations by
the payment of a money rent; their tenure was protected and
their status was that of freemen. Thus in the thirteenth
century " there was no villeinage in Kent" (II ad nul
vylenage en Kent)4; and yet in Domesday Book the men
of Kent are described as villeins. Their condition in the
intervening period does not appear to have undergone any
change in social advancement, but there had been a change in
terminology. Further, some confusion may also arise from
the fact that the term sokemen was sometimes extended
1  W. J. Ashley, An Introduction to English Economic History (ed. 1909), i. 25.
2  For this suggestion I am indebted to Professor P. Vinogradofi.
8 Vinogradoflf, Villainage, 206.
* Year Book, 30 Edward I. (Selden Society Publications), 169.